Assessing the Populist Radical Right. The Case of the Danish People’s Party - Changes in the Discourse From Kjærsgaard to Thulesen Dahl by Casco, Camila et al.
No. of Characters: 23.928  Literature Review 23-11-2015 
Camila Casco, Celia Perez, Julie Ewert, Sylvana Villareal, Sebastian Christensen 
1 
Assessing the Populist Radical Right 
The Case of the Danish People’s Party - Changes in the Discourse From 
Kjærsgaard to Thulesen Dahl 
 
Introduction 
Denmark is a country that has always been characterized by its openness and its universal 
welfare state. The Danish state was founded under social democratic values such as 
equality and the welfare state, protecting the Danish society’s interest and providing the 
basis for a good life (Hellstrom & Hervik 2014). Diminished economic support for the Danish 
working class and an increased public opinion that immigrants are a threat to national 
identity have resulted in the rise of the populist radical right (PRR) party The Danish 
People’s Party (DPP), as a highly influential party in the Danish government. 
The DPP has been a party of particular interest ever since it emerged onto the Danish 
political scene in 1995. Having just celebrated the party’s 20th anniversary the DPP is the 
second biggest political party in the Danish parliament and is even bigger than the 
government party that they support. We believe that an investigation of the literature written 
on the DPP and their discourses on specific political areas of interest is relevant and 
important in order to understand the political objectives and implications of the DPP 
historically and, in particular, in relation to immigration and EU integration. 
We will mainly use literature in the form of peer reviewed academic articles and relevant 
books in this literature review. Initially, we will look upon the circumstances under which a 
PRR party, such as the DPP, may flourish and gain success on the political scene. We will 
then move on to investigate the DPP, especially in terms of the party’s characteristics, 
history and leadership. Moving on we will look at two of the DPP’s central areas of interest: 
immigration and EU integration. We will look at the reasons for the DPP’s standpoint on 
these areas, and ultimately conclude on all of our findings on the topic. 
 
A populist radical right party emerges 
There are many theories on why and how a PRR party emerges and gains power. One 
theory discusses the political opportunity structure, which is defined as consistent 
dimensions of the political environment that provide incentives for people to undertake 
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collective action by affecting their expectations for success or failure (Tarrow, cited in Mudde 
2007). The idea is that the opportunities for a PRR party to emerge can be discussed in 
three different contexts: the institutional, the political and the cultural (Mudde 2007). In the 
institutional context, the hypothesis is that different political systems provide different 
opportunities and limitations for PRR parties to succeed in the electoral arena (Jungerstam-
Mulders, cited in Mudde 2007), but it is still widely debated to what extent a political system 
affects the success or failure of a PRR party (Mudde 2007). The emphasis is on the 
structured interaction of parties within the electoral arena and is referred to as the electoral 
opportunity structure (Van der Brug, et al., cited in Mudde 2007). The theory is that for PRR 
parties to gain success there must be space for a new party in the political system in the 
sense that existing parties fail to take up new issues and thus leads voters to support the 
programs of new political parties (Mudde 2007). 
In the cultural context, the argument is that “some cultures may be more conducive to the 
PRR than others” (Art, cited in Mudde 2007: 244). Many scholars believe that for this to be 
true the new right intellectuals are important to take into account (Spektorowski, cited in 
Mudde 2007). The new right intellectuals believe that “a political victory can only come after 
a cultural victory and they therefore aim to establish a new right cultural hegemony” (De 
Benoist, cited in Mudde 2007: 244). 
Rydgren (2004) focuses on four specific reasons for the DPP’s political and electoral 
success: the emergence of political niches, decreased trust in mainstream political parties, 
politicization of new issues and the availability of a potent master frame. He argues that the 
Danish Progress Party (PP) adopted their master frame in the mid 1980’s from the French 
Front National. He defines this master frame as ethno-pluralist xenophobia and anti-political 
establishment populism. This new master frame had largely abandoned the classic radical 
right discourse, which often included more or less explicit biological racism. Prat (2013) also 
focuses on the European radical right’s views on migration and EU integration, investigating 
the DPP and 12 other radical right parties. She argues that even though the radical right 
parties have differences on specific policy areas the general “frame” is to a large extent the 
same with a few exceptions. 
Another aspect of the rise of populist parties in Europe are political cleavages. There are two 
dimensions with which PRR parties are mostly concerned: the socio-cultural (immigration) 
and the economic dimension (the state’s role in the economy). Over the last decade, Europe 
has shifted from being less social-democrat to more neoliberal as it has also been the case 
of Denmark. Moreover, the DPP has taken advantage of the lack of socioeconomic 
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cleavages’ importance and the increased politicization of immigration on national and public 
debates (Southwell & Lindgren 2013). 
 
Shaping The Danish People’s Party 
The DPP has its origins in the PP, whose main focus was the complete abolition of taxes. 
The jail sentence of the PP’s leader Mogens Glistrup in 1993 and the loss of one seat in the 
Danish parliament 1994 lead to a small group of former members of the PP founding the 
DPP in 1995 with Pia Kjærsgaard as their leader. According to Rydgren (2004), the first 
actual PRR party in Denmark saw the light of day in the shape of the DPP in one of the few 
splits that have been able to fully overshadow its mother-party. The definition of the term 
“radical right” is still discussed. Halikiopoulou and Vasilopoulou (2014) characterize the 
radical right as parties who encompass nativism, authoritarianism and populism but other 
terms such as far right, right wing, neo-populism, populist nationalism are also commonly 
used (Mudde 2007). In the literature, the DPP is most commonly described as being a PRR 
party and almost all literature agree on this description. This categorization is also named by 
Volker Ahlemeyer (2007) though changing the term “radical” to “extreme” following 
classifications of other researches such as Cas Mudde and Piero Ignazi. Furthermore, 
Rydgren (2004) adds some of the aforementioned adjectives like populist, far-right, 
nationalist, eurosceptic. However, the main concepts that the literature uses to characterize 
the DPP are populism, euroscepticism and nationalism. 
The DPP is considered a populist party because their rhetoric, style and discourse clearly 
distinguish between “us” (the ordinary people) and “them” (foreigners and the elite) with the 
intention to gain votes. The purpose of the right-wing populism, which is mostly associated 
with nationalist ideology, is to demand change by stressing that mainstream parties have 
forgotten about the ordinary people by cutting on welfare, privatizing public enterprises and 
for letting foreigners disturb their national identity. PRR parties in Europe defend their 
nationalism in different ways. One way is through discursive discrimination found in 
manifestos and political propaganda. PRR parties’ ideology has been identified as a 
“successful” ideology that is not only transnational but included in our everyday life by 
politicians and reinforced by the media and some parts of society (Mudde 2007). 
The DPP is also characterized by euroscepticism but it can mean different things depending 
on who is using it. The meaning can range from being merely critical of the EU’s operations 
to completely rejecting the concept of the EU. Cini and Borragán (2013) state that 
euroscepticism is simply someone who is opposed to EU integration or is sceptical about the 
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EU and its aims. Prat (2013) refers to different academic attempts to map out the different 
ways or degrees of euroscepticism. The conclusion is that there are so many variations of 
being sceptical of the EU that the best way to go is to use the dichotomous scale from “hard” 
to “soft”. This classification is not very specific but other attempts to classify the term into 
four or more types of euroscepticism present even more problems. 
Andersen (2007) describes that the DPP sees nationalism as the main ideology which has 
its origins in and is a consequence of the the party’s position on immigration and 
multiculturalism. This argument goes well in line with the DPP’s Programme of Principles 
(2002), which defines that “Denmark is not a country of immigration” and that the DPP “will 
not accept a transformation to a multi-ethnic society” (Andersen, 2007: 107). Widefelt (2000) 
argues that the Programme of Principles places the DPP as a racist party based on his 
concept of “new racism”, which is described as racism focused on cultural differences and 
incompatibility of ethnic groups rather than the superiority of one group. 
The referendum on the introduction of the Euro in September 2000 helped position the DPP 
on the side of the people against the establishment. It also contributed to the personal image 
of Kjærsgaard as the media started to call her “the ‘No’-Queen”. The 9/11 attacks also 
contributed to the legitimization of the DPP’s criticism against Islam and its negative cultural 
connotations. This helped reinforce the party's self image as brave and self clear-sighted 
exponents of the truth. The DPP gained more seats in the elections of 2005 and 2007 but 
lost some in the 2011 election (Widefelt 2015). 
The DPP and the former leader Pia Kjærsgaard fit the populist party label in yet another 
area: the charismatic appeal of the leader. The concept of charisma in a leader refers to the 
Weberian school focusing on the popular support and personal qualities and the capability of 
the leader to communicate and mobilize voters by gaining their trust and loyalty. Populist 
leaders appeal to the ordinary people (Meret 2015). Thus, leaders are often directly 
important for the electoral success of a PRR party (Mudde 2007). In Kjærsgaard’s case, the 
intersection between her private and public life made her a charismatic populist leader. As 
leader of the DPP she managed “to keep control, centralize and consolidate” the party by 
using a male rhetoric and style, taking the role of a brutal and hard core leader. In her private 
life she was, however, seen as an emotional ordinary mother (Meret 2015:90). This goes 
well in line with the statement of Robert Tucker: “to be a charismatic leader is essentially to 
be perceived as such” (Tucker, cited in Mudde, 2007: (262). But Kjærsgaard also has what 
Mudde (2007) describes as a polarizing personality, indicating a personality that you either 
like or hate. Mudde even goes on to state, that Kjærsgaard is an example of a leader that is 
not charismatic, but nonetheless experiences political success. 
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Campbell (2006) divides the DPP’s focus into four main concerns: 
1. National interest and utility - can the Danish people benefit from immigrants? 
2. Identity scares - will immigrants impose a threat to the Danish identity in terms of 
different culture and beliefs? 
3. Social cohesion - can immigrant be integrated well enough and how can ghetto 
formation and other social problems be dealt with? 
4. Welfare state policies and political participation - can the welfare system survive the 
influx of immigrants and are they even entitled to benefits? 
He also stresses how the culture fight (Kulturkamp) of the Danish conservative and right-
wing politicians and voters has taken a turn from a defensive to a much more offensive 
strategy. They, including the DPP, are now more open about their fears with regards to 
immigration and it is becoming increasingly more acceptable to express these fears publicly. 
The issue of immigration 
Immigration is perceived as a threat to Danish culture and ethnic identity (in terms of history, 
experience, faith, language, and customs of the Danish people), a cause of crime and a 
burden to the welfare state (Widefelt 2015). Immigration is thus part of an ever-ongoing 
debate in Denmark that revolves around how to limit immigration and how to integrate 
immigrants who already live in Denmark. Since the 1970’s, Denmark has received an 
increasing amount of immigrants; some parties perceive this positively and some negatively. 
According to the DPP, Denmark has already been too generous and they therefore seek 
less immigration, especially from non-western countries (Østergaard-Nielsen 2003). But the 
DPP also uses other ways to separate types of immigration: the clear distinguishment 
between refugees and immigrants. Refugees must return to their home-country once the 
threat is over, while the immigrant “label” refers to people who have come to Denmark to 
work or marry a Dane and is willing to live under Danish conditions (Widefelt 2015). The 
higher unemployment rate among immigrants compared to the average Dane, is also 
interpreted very differently by the Danish political parties. Some explain this situation by 
drawing on an institutionalized discrimination argument, where individuals and institutions 
mistreat and discriminate immigrants, whereas other parties, such as the DPP, explain the 
higher rate of unemployment as a result of laziness, and that this laziness is a sign that 
immigrants are not well integrated into the Danish society (Østergaard-Nielsen 2003). 
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According to Rydgren (2004), the immigration question as a major political issue was close 
to non-existent in Denmark until the DPP put it on the agenda. In example, only 8% of 
Danish voters chose immigration as the most important issue when casting their votes in 
1994, which increased to 25% only four years later (ibid). The literature shows, that the DPP 
successfully managed to make immigration the single most important political issue in 
Denmark in only a few years. An interesting side note is that Kjærsgaard was the second 
most quoted person in Denmark on the issue of immigration during  2001, despite the fact 
that the DPP was a very small party at this point in time (Rydgren 2004). 
The DPP firmly believes that immigration is a threat to the Danish culture and democratic 
values which are the main issues underlying the DPP’s nationalistic ideology, and that this 
threat could originate from both inside and outside the country (Andersen 2007). The DPP’s 
reasoning behind the “inside threat” is that turning into a multi-ethnic society will integrate 
“traditionalist, religiously fundamentalist, undemocratic and patriarchal” minorities that will 
erode the values of the nation and increase crime in Denmark (Andersen 2007: 121). 
Furthermore, the DPP illustrates this idea with the expression to “absorb foreigners” but 
“only provided that this does not put security and democratic government at risk” 
(Programme of Principles, cited in Andersen, 2007: 108). The “outside threat” refers to an 
idea of superiority of democratic Western cultures, as compared with less civilized, non-
Western cultures. Islam is not clearly mentioned in the programme, but it is vastly portrayed 
in their discourse as a “dogmatic, anti-modern, anti-democratic, patriarchal, violent religion” 
and culture (ibid: 108). Correspondingly, Kjærsgaard conceded during the 2006 crisis of the 
Mohammed cartoons that “Imams who injure Denmark’s interests should be thrown out of 
the country” (ibid: 108). 
Widefelt (2015) has conducted a thorough analysis of the DPP’s manifestos of 1997, 2001 
and 2009. This was done by measuring the size of the section regarding immigration and 
specific keywords throughout the document. A key finding was that the issues related to 
immigration continue to grow among the party’s agenda and also that even when 
immigration is not the only prioritized issue, it appears filtered through the party's thinking on 
other issues. As a consequence, the DDP has been one of the main actors in every policy 
regarding immigration in Denmark from its position as an extra-cabinet parliamentary 
support party, and has played an active role in tightening Danish integration, asylum and 
integration politics (Widefelt 2015). DPP influence on policy making can be tracked in how 
the welfare system becomes less open and universal and how Denmark has become one of 
the countries in Europe with the toughest asylum laws. An example is the “24 year rule” on 
family reunification and how difficult it has become for immigrants to become Danish citizens 
(Østergaard-Nielsen, 2003). 
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The DPP’s relationship with the European Union 
The DPP is to a large extent, what would be characterized as a highly eurosceptic political 
party that does not support further EU integration i.e. the process of political and economic 
integration of the states of Europe into a unified bloc (Cini & Borragán 2013). The DPP has 
not only gained support from voters who support conservative ideology, but also to a large 
extent from those who are eurosceptic; almost one third of all respondents among 
questioned voters did not believe that Denmark has benefitted by membership in the EU 
(Southwell & Lindgren, 2013). The DPP has taken advantage of this populist belief and 
managed to increase their popularity by being eurosceptic and opposed to EU integration. 
However, Prat (2013) points out that the DPP will accept EU integration and international 
cooperation within the EU on economic and security matters, and that the DPP might even 
support a strengthening of the control of organized crime, terrorism and immigration on an 
EU-level. In accordance with de Prat (2013), Andersen (2007) explains how the DPP’s 
foreign policy is rather a consequence of being against immigration than a priority. In this 
sense, the DPP adopted a position in favour of strengthening defence and military 
intervention i.e. supporting the NATO alliance, the participation in the war in Iraq and military 
operations in Afghanistan, in order to maintain national sovereignty and as a reaction to 
increased immigration. In this respect, the DPP admits to the increasing interdependency of 
nations, but only accepts it when economic aspects are remarkable and not as an inevitable 
process, because they predict that this will lead to a disconnection between political elites 
and the citizens and to a bureaucratization that they argue is a path towards “irresponsible 
administration, corruption and nepotism” (Andersen 2007: 111) 
Once again, we find in the DPP’s discourse towards EU integration assumptions identifying 
the EU and globalization as threats that will vulnerate the Danish welfare state, and a 
repetition of the “them” against “us” key argument embedded in the rhetoric of populist 
parties (Muddle 2007). Consequently, the party expresses its opposition to open borders and 
to the purpose of including Muslim countries such as Turkey in the EU. They demand a more 
intergovernmental and flexible union, articulating their requirements into the following three 
main points: to preserve the veto right, a reinforcement of the European Council and a 
withdrawal from the Schengen Agreement (Andersen 2007). Repeating assumptions like 
increasing unemployment of nationals, the threatening of the welfare state and its benefits 
and foreign ethnic groups’ promotion of violent movements are all embraced in its opposition 
towards EU integration (ibid). 
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Politicizing immigration & DPP’s political success 
The DPP’s success can partly be seen through the party’s electoral support since 1998, 
which was the first year they participated in the Danish national election. The DPP received 
7.6% of the votes in 1998, 13.8% in 2007 (Southwell & Lindgren 2013) and 21% in 2015 
(Tisdall 2015). One of the reasons why the DPP has been successful in terms of gaining 
votes and seats in parliament is due to their ability to mobilize the working class voters. In 
1998, 49% of the DPP’s voters were workers, which rose to 56% in 2001 (Rydgren 2010). 
The importance of the specific electorate for populist parties in order to define their policies 
and raise new issues as priorities is studied by Hans-Georg Betz (1994). He concludes that 
the PP changed from anti-welfare policies to focus on anti-foreigner politics, including 
xenophobic and anti-integrationists aspects in Danish politics, due to a differentiation in its 
social base of support (Betz, cited in Skidmore-Hess 2003). His argument rests on the fact 
that in 1979, self-employed voters were the main support for the PP, while in 1988, around 
50 % of the voters were workers. Moreover, 3% of the voters in 1988 belonged to high levels 
of education, while 11% came from a low level. In contrast, in 1973 the PP’s support was 
split equally among low, medium and high levels of educational background (ibid). 
In 2001, the fairly new founded DPP adjusted its welfare and distribution policies in an effort 
to consolidate their working class voters while emphasizing the anti-migration and anti-
integrationist discourse in its aim as protector of the Danish culture and identity (Andersen 
2007). As described by the mentioned author, the priorities of the party were modified in 
order to match the inclinations of many workers with a low educational training, verbalizing 
fear to economic vulnerability due to the upcoming threats of EU dynamics and globalization 
(ibid). Skidmore-Hess (2003: 105) complies with Andersen (2007) and highlights that “anti-
EU position has strong appeal among traditionally left-wing constituencies and voters”. He 
also adds findings related to regional support such as the fact that in 2001 10,9% of the 
DPP’s voters were from western Copenhagen, Greater Copenhagen is where the new 
immigrant working class concentrates, in contrast with the 14% from southern Jutland, an 
area that has not to the same extent experienced the new wave of immigration and where 
there is mostly just a minority of Germans whose cultural rights are protected by law 
(Skidmore-Hess 2003). 
Anti-immigration sentiment coincided with a high increase of asylum-seekers entering 
Denmark. In example, the number of asylum-seekers was 800 in 1983, a year after the 
number increased to 4,300 and by 1985 it went up to 8,700. Nonetheless, it was not until the 
90’s that immigration became one of the main topics discussed by the media and national 
and public debates. For example, in 1990 4% of the questioned Danish respondents 
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mentioned that immigration was the most important issue for politicians to address while in 
2001 it was 20% (Rydgren 2010). In addition, the media has also played a role in politicizing 
immigration and making the DPP popular. For example, Søren Krarup, who was a member 
of the Danish parliament for the DPP, wrote 200 articles that featured in the populist Danish 
newspaper Ekstra Bladet (ibid). Moreover, when there has been an immigration issue in 
Denmark, the media often look for comments and statements from politicians belonging to 
the DPP (ibid). 
Conclusion 
In the literature we have found that the DPP is a PRR party that has experienced continuous 
growth ever since its emergence to the Danish political scene in 1995. We have found that 
the party has had a clear direction on central policy areas under previous leader Pia 
Kjærsgaard, and that a lot of the party’s success and opinions are often attributed to her as a 
charismatic leader. The recent change in leadership to Kristian Thulesen-Dahl is not very 
well documented in the literature yet. We find it very interesting to investigate how and if the 
change in leadership has affected the DPP’s discourse on central policy areas. 
Thus, our research question for the project is: 
How has the change of leadership in the DPP from Kjærsgaard to Thulesen-Dahl 
affected the DPP’s political discourse regarding EU integration and immigration? 
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